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Dear Persons: 


The Person Papers are a means to an end. They are intended to bring some of the issues where 
inequality is still rampant to as wide a readership as possible. Many of these issues are little 
understood either because of their complexity or because they touch on rapidly changing 
societal values. The Person Papers deal with only a few of many crucial areas of discrimination. 
They are based on more detailed research which is freely available from the ACSW. 


Over the years equality has never been a hand-out: change has only come as the result of 
concerted effort and préssure. All of us must take part in making equality a reality. These issues 
affect all our lives. It’s up to us to speak out. 

The title of this series — The Person Papers — is a reference to the 1929 decision made by the 
Privy Council of England ruling that women were persons. The judgement of the Privy Council 
revised the Canadian Supreme Court decision and made women eligible for appointment to the 
Senate. 


ADVISORY COUNCIL ON THE STATUS OF WOMEN 
63 Sparks Street — Box 1541, Station B, Ottawa, Canada K1P 5R5 


The Advisory Council on the Status of Women 
The ACSW is a federal organisation whose mandate is both to 
advise the government of the actions it deems necessary to improve 
the position of women and to inform the public about matters of 
interest and concern to women. 


The ACSW is independent but it communicates its recommenda- 
tions to the government through the minister of Health and Welfare, 
who is responsible for the status of women. 


The Person Paper Series: 
Matrimonial Property 

Rape and Sexual Assault 

Fringe Benefits 

Birth Planning 

The Price of Maternity 

Taxational Untangled 

Health Hazards at Work 

The Family in the New Society 


The Person Papers were written and 
produced by Donelan Productions, Ottawa. 


Cover Photograph by Edith Dalschen. 
Illustrations by Madeleine Beaudry. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 


Industrial society has its wonders and its comforts, its labour-saving devices, its new products, 
environments and exciting possible lifestyles — but it has its gruesome side also. 

Because of mass communications most people in our society are aware of what this age can 
offer, even if it is beyond the reach of most pocketbooks. In fact it is the very knowledge of the 
wonders of our neighbour which stimulates the invention of more and more, better and better 
products. 

Unfortunately, this mad rush down the road of progress has made human beings more careless 
of the lives of others than ever before in human history. And because the dangers to our health 
are hard to pinpoint, this loss of life goes largely unheeded at present. Consider for a moment 
the outcry that would follow if when anew factory opened, or mine shaft was sunk, or household 
product came on the market, a certain number of people were taken aside and killed. There 
would quite soon be a law against that carry-on. 


Have your senses been dulled by Mass-Media? 
lf ever we allow ourselves to stop and think about 
some of the daily calamities of our society we 
can’t help wondering why we sit back and allow 
them to happen. As you read this paper, we’d like 
you to pay special attention to all sources of news 
and see how many items every day deal with 
hazards to our health which have been caused by 
man in the name of progress. And then why not go a step further and see what has been done to 
prevent such loss of life or health? 


The ACSW finds a lamentable lack of action 

Health Hazards at Work are a most neglected cause of death in Canada. Very little research has 
been done on the dangers to everyone let alone the special ways in which women are affected, 
particularly when they are pregnant. And there is a dearth of legislation to deal with the rights of 
the unborn child in this area. 


This paper is based on the ACSW research paper, “Occupational Health Hazards to Women”, 
which is largely drawn from U.S. research sources. However, in 1975 our federal and provincial 
ministers of health named occupational health a priority, and we’d like to think that all con- 
cerned Canadians will follow suit. 
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2. KNOW THY ENEMY 


Sad to relate there are four different categories of health hazards — chemical, biological, 
physical and mental. 


How do Chemical Hazards Attack? 

In industry, about 3,000 new chemicals are intro- 
duced each year. They are added to the hundreds of 
thousands of chemicals already in use. Many of 
them are dangerous to our health — although their 
harmful effects are not yet known in many cases. 
Chemicals enter the body through their fumes, dust, 
mist Or vapour by our breathing them, eating them 
or by absorbing them through our skin. They can damage the lungs, the digestive system, 
irritate the skin causing dermatitis, result in ulcers in the mouth and nasal passages and harm 
many other parts of the body. 


CHEMICAL HAZARD 
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How do Biological Hazards Attack? 

Biological hazards are, of course, as old as the hills. They come from three main sources — 
animals, plants and other human beings — and they enter the body in the same way as 
chemicals, through our apertures and skin. 


i) Animals can transmit a great number of harmful 
diseases to people such as rabies. 

ii) Plants can also cause disease, especially if their 
dust particles are inhaled. For example, breathing 
dusts of cotton, wool, hemp, flax and wheat forlong 
period can leave small particles in the lungs, leading 
to the development of dangerous lung diseases 
such as byssinosis, asbestosis, lung cancer. 

iii) Other Human Beings can pass contagious 7 
diseases such as hepatitis, tuberculosis and viruses. BiovOGicAL HAZARD uF 


How do Physical Hazards Attack? 

Excessive exposure to noise, vibrations, radiation and extremes of temperature also harm our 
bodies. Although these do not cause death as often as chemical and biological hazards, they are 
frequent and serious and slowly erode the physical well-being and mental health of workers. 


i) Noise Loud bangs may break the eardrums while pro- 
longed exposure to excessive noise can temporarily or 
permanently impair hearing. It is very easy to measure noise 
in your workplace and to wear ear protectors if itis excessive. 
ii) Vibrations can affect the whole body or various parts of 
it. For example, vibrating tools such as the pneumatic drill 
damages the hands and wrists eventually. Muscles, nerves, 
joints and blood circulation can be affected. 

iii) Temperatures extremes harm the human body. For 
example, cold can cause frostbite, and excessive heat can 
lead to heat exhaustion, fatigue and strokes. PAN SiCAL HAZARD 


iv) Radiation Most people are exposed to some radiation through television, air travel, 
X-rays or from rock or brick structures. Those working with radiation must be especially 
careful to keep exposure to a safe level, as large doses damage the human body. 


How do Mental Hazards Attack? 

Both job satisfaction and absence of psychological stresses contribute to 
the good mental health of workers. And mental health contributes greatly to 
physical health. Stress which leads to high blood pressure, heart disease, 
ulcers and hypertension may result from fast repetitive work, anxiety or fear 
of failure. 


Unfortunately the psychological response to such stresses may indirectly 
cause alcoholism, excessive smoking, depression, drug addiction, whichin 
turn can affect physical health. 


MENTAL HAZARD 


3. THE BATTLE OF THE WORKPLACE 


When Mary joined the workforce, 
She eyed her pay with pride, 
But Mary breathed in vicious fumes 


And soon she slowly died. 


The cod had left the Grand Banks, 


The Depression too was new, 
The people turned to mining 
Silicosis spared a few. 


Past man, in folly, often fought 
On battlefields of strife, 

~But modern man did not foresee 
How work would take his life. 


Asbestos was a novelty, 
So great for insulation, 

Unfortunately our lungs could not 
Allow its integration. 


In World War Two the gasmask 
Was worn in home and rank, 

In the battle of the workplace 
Wear armour and a tank! 


4. SPECIAL: HEALTH HAZARDS FOR 
WOMEN WORKERS 


Just as some jobs have traditionally been filled by men only, some have employed women 
largely or exclusively. These are sometimes known as female “ghettos” to suggest the 
undesirable aspects of this unnecessary segregation of jobs. 


This summary looks at some health hazards in female “ghettos”. 


: % Women | Possible 
Occupation | (if known) azatd health problems 


| Airline Flight 86% (1976) fatigue caused by changes in heart-rate, body 

Attendants changes in time and | temperature, blood pres- 
Climate, jet lag, work =| Sure, liver & kidney func- 
stress, noise, loss of | tion, menstrual cycle 
Sleep | 

Cleaners (house & 19% cleaning products | skin irritations and house- 

| Office) maids’ knee! 

Dentists, dental 3% women exposure to radiation, | liver disease, spontaneous 


dental nurses, 
assistants & technical 
hygenists 


anesthetis & mercury abortion among dentists’ 
vapours wives, central nervous 
system, changes: 
mercury can cross the 
placenta & radiation is 
dangerous for fetus. 


42% (1971) _ Many chemicals skin irritations, 
67% (1971) | eg arsenic, asbestos, poisonous if inhaled or 
lead, mercury, swallowed 

| phosporous radiation, 
| etc. 


| Pesticides, insecti- 
| cides, fungicides, 

climatic extremes, 
commerciai solvents 


commercial products, 
long hrs of standing, 
hair tonics, soaps, 

detergent, perfumes, 
nail polishes and dyes, 
hairspray 


68% women 


Electrical 
& Electronic 
| workers 


Farmers & farm 
workers 


3% (1971) 
24% (1971) 

usually the wife also 
farms 


Allergies, bacterial infec- 
tions & viruses, lung 
diseases, skin cancer 


Hairdressers Bacterial infections 


skin irritations 
possible cancer, liver, 

bladder ailments, respi- 
ratory diseases. 


(if known) health problems 


Hospital employees — | 60% approx. anesthetic gases (long _|spontaneous abortion, 


nurses, doctors, lab. }term exposure through |congenital abnormalities 
73% approx. 


tech., cleaning & faulty equipment) in children, cancer 
laundry staff, cooks & 

Launderers & dry 62% 

Cleaners 


| dieticians, psysio- 
therapists 


radiation leukemia. reproductive 
problems, kidney & intes- 
tine problems & nausea, 
viral hepatitis, tuber- 


culosis, rubella 


contagious 


stress & mental 
pressure 


bacteria & viruses 


Laboratory workers 
& related personnel 


infections — many viruses 
can cross the placenta 
bone marrow damage, etc., 


radiation 


skin irritants, marrow 
damage, reproductive 
products, liver damage, 
ired blood cell damage 


Isores, pimples & scaling 
skin, accidents common, 
}cancer, may be danger 

;during pregnancy 


75% (1975) poor ventilation, light- physical & mental stress 
ing, noise, monotony, most usual results 
alienation from work, 
lack of exercise, heart disease 
stress ulcers, hypertension 

66% standing varicose veins, feet 
| ‘problems _ 

Teachers 60% pre-university contact with children, contagious diseases, 
level stress ulcers, hypertension, etc. 


Textile industry ees skin, internal cancer, 


toxic chemicals 


chemicals & dirty 
clothes, solvents 


| Office workers 


Salesclerks 


lint & dust lung diseases 
noise 
fatigue 
asbestos 


asbestosis (lung cancer) 


5. THE EFFECTS OF HEALTH HAZARDS FOR 
WOMEN WORKERS 


There is a difference... 


The reproductive system is one of the main biological differences between men and women. We 
do not intend to perpetuate the old myth that there is a weaker sex or that menstrual days are ‘off’ 
days, but we must give some consideration to these differences. 


Menstruation and Menopause 


There is sufficient data to show that some occupations do affect 
menstruation either by changing the menstrual pattern or by causing 
more prolonged or intense bleeding. It is interesting to speculate how 
this manifestation of an occupational stress might be used to further 
the investigation of health hazards. 


Similarly, the ‘change of life’ should not be ignored, but we find that 
very little study has been done to date. Future understanding of the 
female in menopause as well as the male in a comparable stage of life 
may be important for the working world. 


Fatigue and Safety 


Fatigue is said to have been a major complaint of many working women, and in many cases this 
has led to the wrong conclusions. It has been argued that women’s bodies cannot stand up to 
the same work as men’s, but some modern theorists explain the fatigue by the double-duty that 
many women must do: Work-place work and Homemaker work. 


Physical Difference 


Generally studies show that women have less 
muscle mass than men and so they are more 
likely to suffer from undue physical strain. But 
just as some men are stronger than other men, 
some women are stronger than some men. So, 
in assigning work, the physical strength of 
each individual should be assessed. 
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SOME WOMEN ARE SYRONGER THAN Sone MEN... 


6. HEALTH HAZARDS FOR PREGNANT 
WOMEN AND FETUSES 


The Forgotten Fetus 

We hear a lot about the fetus these days, but oddly enough research on health hazards to the 
unborn child are scarce. 29% of women between the childbearing ages of 15 and 44 were in the 
paid labour force in 1975. Soit’s high time to study this vital area in great detail. What’s known so 
far is mostly based on US and eastern European studies which show that damage can be done 
in different ways: MUTATION 


i) by a substance that can cause spontaneous abortion, 
stillbirth or miscarriage 

ii) by a substance that can cause premature birth 

iii) by a mutagenic agent, which is asubstance which can 
cause mutations by making changes in the genes which 
come from the parents & fuse to make a new life. The egg 
of the female & sperm of the male may be altered. 

iv) by a teratogenic substance crossing the placenta. 
These substances are ones which can cause harm to the 
fetus. Sometimes the mother does not even appear to 
have been exposed because her body can take larger 
doses. 


Some dangerous substances, if exposure is excessive 

i) Anesthetic gases can produce spontaneous abortions and congenital defects; in one 
study, offspring of male anesthetists were reported to have a higher rate of birth defects, and in 
another study, dentists’ wives were reported to have a higher rate of miscarriage. 

ii) Beryllium, alight metal used to harden mixtures of metals, may cause liver and kidney 
damage, irritate the skin and damage lungs, and in severe cases, cause death through heart 
failure from lack of oxygen. Found in ceramic manufacture and electronic factories, and 
where valve components are made. 

iii) Carbon monoxide, poisons the body by replacing the oxygen in the blood because it 
resembles oxygen chemically. It is found in exhaust fumes of most car engines and cigarette 
smoke. Severe doses during pregnancy could cause central nervous system defects. 
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iv) Carbon disulphide, is used in insecticides, waxes and rubber products and viscose 
rayon. It may cause irregularities in menstruation and also affect the male reproductive system 
and the fetus. Its harmful properties have been known for about a century. 


v) Estrogen and other synthetic hormones such as progesten and androgen are used in 
birth control pills, drugs to prevent miscarriage and to control the reproductive system. Some 
workers preparing these products have been found to have irregular menstruation; male 
children have been born with enlarged breasts and testes abnormalities and female babies have 
been known to have masculinizing abnormalities. 

vi) Hydrocarbons have various forms. Some are used in industrial materials such paint 
strippers and degreasers. Benzene is an extremely dangerous chemicals if exposure is 
excessive. The bone marrow where blood is made may be affected and leukemia is a risk and 
some hydrocarbons can cross the placenta. Chromosome damage and menstrual problems 
have been reported after prolonged exposure. 


vii) Lead, which is present in the soil, is in all our bodies, but high levels are poisonous. 
Sterility, spontaneous abortion and stillbirth have been reported with lead poisoning. Lead 
miners and smelter workers are in danger and lead is used a lot in manufacturing as in pipes and 
paints. Lead particles can be breathed from the air in industrial areas and lead easily crosses the 
placenta. These is evidence that its danger increases in combination with other substance, but 
the level of lead in the blood can be easily tested. 


viii) Mercury and its compounds is widely used, for example, in thermometers, dental fillings, 
lamps, mirrors, drugs, dyes, inks, explosives and pesticides. In excess it is extremely toxic and 
can damage the kidneys and nervous system, and it is able to cross the placenta. 


ix) Pesticides are known to be causing problems once in the environment, but there is little 
research on associated reproductive problems in human beings. Danger (yet to be proved) may 
lie in food processing, textile work, farming, and agricultural work and for those actually 
producing pesticides, insecticides, fungicides, etc. 

x) lonizing radiation comes from radium, uranium, plutonium and other radioactive 
chemicals and from x-rays. It can damage the genes and the fetus and destroy cells. 
xi) Vinyl chloride is used in plastics production, vinyl furniture covering, bottles, etc. To date 
not too many women have been employed in Canada where vinyl chloride is produced. 


Research evidence is new, but it appears that miscarriages, stillbirths and congenital defects 
may be risks. 
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7. HAS NATURE LOST ITS BALANCE? 


The Way We Were 


Before industrial society began there was a kind of balance in nature. Evolution was a gradual 
process which allowed time for the slow readjustment to new forms of life. As some parts of the 
natural environment brought about changes other parts provided harmonic compensation. 


The Way We Are 


The dinosaur became extinct, they say, be- 
cause his body became too large for his brain. 


Human Beings are in jeopody today because 
the human brain is devising products which 
attack the human body. 


The Way We Will Be 

We are all part of that same human race which 
is leasing these new products on our unsus- 
pecting environment. And so the future is up 
to us. It will take a great effort to get involved in 
the complex problems that face us today, but 
this question must be answered: /t is possible 
to achieve a balance between new scientific 
discoveries and process and their effect on 
human beings and other forms of life? 


. ¥ . ¢ 
ARG WE FOVWOWING THE DINOSAUR ON THE PATH TO EXTING TION 


Concerned study can only lead us to the conclusion that we are the guinea pigs of the industrial 
age. But at present the avenues for such comprehensive study are not fully open to us. Partly 
because the research is not being done and partly because where done it is not always available. 
In consequence our laws have not kept pace with modern developments. 
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8. WHO IS RESPONSIBEE FOR 
OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH? 


Here are some questions for our Industrial Society: 

1. Should the worker or the employer or both have ultimate responsibility for occupational 
health? 

2. May an employer rule certain occupations unsafe for pregnant women and so refuse to 
employ them? 

3. Who shall a child hold responsible for defects incurred while in the womb because of the 
work hazards inflicted on its mother? 

4. Should a woman working with hazardous products be transferred if she becomes pregnant 
and should the company bear any financial loss that results from such a transfer? 

5. Should fertile men and women of child-bearing age be excluded from hazardous exposure to 
harmful products? 

6. What is the ethical responsibility of the company physician? 

7. Is the individual or society responsible for occupational health? 


ACSW APOLOGY: Do not turn to the back of the book — we do not have the answers. 


Fast Action is Needed 
While these vital questions remain unanswered because of insufficient information we can only 
urge that you demand that this information be made available as soon as possible. 


Here are some Possible Pressure Points: 


a) Individual Women 

There is no protective legislation at present in many vital areas of health for women and their 
unborn children. So each woman has to make her own choice which will necessarily be based 
on incomplete information. 

b) The Provinces 

Health is a provincial matter under the BNA Act, and each province has its own way of dividing 
this responsibility between its government departments — some to set standards, others to 
make recommendations and enforce them. Usually the departments of Health, Labour, Mines, 
Natural Resources and Environment are involved as well as the Workmen's Compensation 
Board. 
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Some provinces have studied health hazards, but not many have specific studies on the hazards 
to women workers in particular. 


Workmen's (Worker's?) Compensation Boards are active in each province to provide financial 
compensation for health loss because of work. Some also have medical and rehabilitation 
services and a few are getting into preventative programmes. About 70% of workers are eligible 
for the Compensation Board’s services — agricultural workers being a notable exception. 

c) The Federal Scene 

The federal government is firstly the largest employer in Canada and thus responsible for the 
occupational health of its workers. And it also has jurisdiction over Crown Lands and the 
Territories. It may also set guidelines such as parts of the Canada Labour Code, and many 
provinces have adopted the federal Mode! Noise Code. 


The federal government has also funded research projects, sponsored conferences on health 
topics and for some industries it is responsible for the actual licencing and supervision of 
products. 


d) The International Scene 

There are many international organizations and activities. For example, the World Health 
Organization and the International Labour Organization both have committees on occupational 
health. We note that the latter favours similar protective standards for men and women. 


e) Industry’s Position 

Despite the rules and regulations, companies and employers vary tremendously in their health 
protection for employees and their research. But sick employees are damaging and costly toa 
company, so the door may well be open to better safety measures, and proper testing of new 
chemicals before they are used by human guinea pigs. 


Conclusion 

Occupation Health is a responsibility to be shared between workers, employers, governments 
and international organizations. But we would like to point out in conclusion that the economic, 
legal, educational, political and social forces are interrelated. It is likely that if one component is 
changed, a chain reaction may be set off. 


In the case of women workers, for example, increased knowledge in this area may result in many 
more demands for compensation for damages done to the fetus by reason of the mother’s job. 
This could lead to fewer jobs being made available to women where such danger exists. Women 
will have to decide whether such ruling is to be considered discriminatory or not. 
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For further information on topics discussed in THE PERSON PAPERS send for the free ACSW 
research papers from The Advisory Council on the Status of Women, Box 1541, Station B, 63 


Sparks Street, Ottawa K1P 5R5. 


Matrimonial Property 
“Background Notes on Matrimonial Property 
Rights”, by Marcia H. Rioux (December 1974) 


“Notes on Selected Federal Statutes Recognizing 
Common-law Relationships”, by Henri Major (July 
1975) 

“A Definition of Equity in Marriage”, ACSW policy 
paper (May 1976) 


Rape and Sexual Assault 


“The Web of the Law: A Study of Sexual Offences in 
the Canadian Criminal Code”, by Marcia H. Rioux 
(September 1975) 


“When Myths Masquerade as Reality: A Study of 
Rape”, by Marcia Rioux (April 1975) 
“Rationalisation of Sexual Offences in the Criminal 


Code: ACSW Recommendations”, (September 
1976) 

Fringe Benefits 

“Sex Discrimination in Fringe Benefits”, 


by Marianne Bossen (February 1975) 


Birth Planning 

“Notes on the Law of Birth Planning in Canada’, by 
Henri Major (August 1975) 

“Abortion in Canada: Background Notes on the 
proposed amendments to the Criminal Code”, by 
Louise Dulude (November 1975) 

“Background Notes on Family Planning, and Con- 
ception and Birth Control”, by Mary Pearson (March 
1975) 


The Price of Maternity 


“Maternity Leave and Benefits”, by Elsie Robindaine- 
Saumure (February 1976) 
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“Maternity Leave, Benefits and Related Issues: 
ACSW Recommendations”, (September 1976) 


Taxation Untangled 


“Women and the Personal Income Tax System” by 
Louise Dulude (May 1976) 


Health Hazards at Work 


“Occupational Health Hazards of Women: An Over- 
view”, by Anne George (January 1977) 


The Family in the New Society 


“New Directions for Public Policy: A Position Paper 
on the One-parent Family”, by S. June Menzies 
(April 1976) 

“Study Paper on Divorce”, by Marcia H. Rioux (June 
1976) 


“Divorce Law Reform: ACSW Recommendations”, 
(September 1976) 


Of Related Interest 


“Women in the Public Service: An analysis of 
Employment Statistics 1972-1974", by Monica 
Townson (September 1975) 


“A Review of Appointments within the Power of the. 
Federal Government to Boards, Commissions, 
Councils, Committees and Corporations’, by 
Marcia H. Rioux and Mary Pearson (December 
1975) 


“Notes on the Family Court”, by Henri Major (June 
1974) 
“Background Notes on Areas of Federal and Provin- 


cial Jurisdiction in Relation to Family Law’, by Henri 
Major (August 1974) 
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